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We have already observed in Chapter IV that the wooded
steppe country penetrates into the true steppe along river
valleys and ravines. The valleys provided trade routes from
north to south, and from the Middle Ages the chief commercial
centres were towns situated at bridgeheads, where the rivers
were crossed by east-west overland routes. Examples of such
towns are Saratov, Rostov, Kuibishev, Gorki, and Kiev.
It was along the valleys that the Russians gradually pene-
trated into the south. Peter the Great built his famous Don
-flotilla on the river Voronezh, a tributary of the Don, and
used it to assist his southern expansion. The forests provided
timber for the construction of these ships. To-day timber is
carried down the Volga from the north, so that near the river
one may see timber houses in the midst of treeless steppe.
In the south of European Russia the steppe between the
Dniester and the Don received the name of "Ukraine," which
means "on the frontier," or "on the border." Towards the
west of the East European Plain the low, marshy lands of
Byelorussia also formed a frontier zone, where the Russians
struggled for long against the Polish, Lithuanian, and other
states. Thus to-day the peoples of the Ukraine and Byelorussia
have languages and traditions rather different from those of
the Russians.
In the twelfth century the Teutonic Knights began to
establish trading posts around the Baltic, and later trade in
the North Sea and the Baltic came under the control of the
Hanseatic League. The Volga* became an important trade
route between the Baltic and the Caspian Seas. Caravans
from India and China came down to the shores of the Caspian,
and silks and spices were loaded on to boats for the journey
up the Volga and then by portages along the rivers and lakes
giving access to the Gulf of Finland.
Novgorod, situated on the Dnieper-Baltic route from the
Black Sea, extended its domain over the portages from *the
Volga, and was for long the middleman between the Baltic
and the East. At various points along the Volga, controlled
by the princes who were the overlords of the nomadic peoples,
Greeks, Mongols, Tartars, Slavs, and Indians came to trade.